CATERINA CONIO 


THE PROBLEM OF CONTINUUM AND DISCONTINUUM 
IN. THE COSMOGONY OF SVACCHANDATANTRA XI, 1-9 


The cosmology of Svacchandatantra is no doubt one of the most 
important in Indian Philosophy, first of all because this Tantra has a 
chief position among the so-called monistic Agamas! and secondly 
because, having been commented upon by Ksemardja2, is related to the 
school of Pratyabhijiia Philosophy. 

Svacchandatantra, as a whole, is a complex treatise on initiation 
(diksa) and, as such, largely deals with ritualism and yoga-dhyana. Thus 
the recitation of cosmological and cosmogonical accounts is part of the 
«initiatic trip» of the adept and, at the same time, constitutes the 
background of fundamental truths regarding Reality. 


The cosmographical description of the universe is a sort of ascending 
scale representing the series of bhuvanas3: a theme of highly symbolic 
significance which is one of the sources of the VIII book of Tantraloka, 
a section we have dealt with elsewhere and therefore we do not take 
it now into particular consideration. 


The cosmogonic aspect, ie. the adhvasristi (path of creation) is 
here examined in its philosophical meaning and viewed as a particular 
example of dvaitadvaita metaphysic, which is however reinterpreted, by 
Ksemaraja, in a more systematic and coherent manner as advaita of 
abhdsavdda. 


1. The Svacchandatantra is classified among the Advaita Tantras, in the group 
of Bhairava Tantra. See K.C. Panpey, Abhinavagupta, an Historical and Philosophical 
Study, Varanasi, Chowkhamba, 1963, p. 141. 

2. The Svacchanda Tantram with the commentary by Ksemardja, edited by 
Pandit Madhusiidan Kaul Shastri, Kashmir Series of Texts and Studies, Bombay, 
1921-35, voll. 6. All the references given in the present article are taken from this 
edition. The XI patala is in the sixth volume. 

3. The series of bhuvanas is expounded in the tenth patala of the Svacchanda- 
tantra and is often quoted in the commentary of Jayaratha to The Tantraloka of 
Abhinavagupta, eighth dhnika. 
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In thé XI patala of Svacchandatantra creation is based upon the 
supreme God Siva, who is siksma, i.e. beyond the range of all percep- 
tion‘, and is efficient cause, nimitta-karana and omnipresent (sarvaga). 
Siva creates the entire universe without desire, that means without any 
want or deficiency, and through his own tejas, or, in other words, out 
of the glow and ardor of his very nature: one would also translate, in 


could appear a rather venturous assertion. 

Creation is also a play (lila) a mere sport of the Lord and starts 
with a movement within the sky, vyoma. Here vyoma is considered as 
upadana-karana, material cause, which however needs to be stirred by 
God and is not, in this respect, totally independent. 

This cosmogonical account reflects a rather old metaphysical view 
and may be related to classical Upanisads, or at least to the Maitraya- 
niya where we find that ether, nabhas, has as its own essence the param 
tejas5, the supreme heat or ardor, which appears to be the first light 
and identical with the syllable Om‘*% ~~ a 

In the cosmogony of Svacchandatantra that we have taken into 
consideration, after the « movement» of vyoma, out of it comes Sinya, 
a term difficult to interpret in this particular context: but we may 
translate it provisionally with the traditional word void. 


From Sinya derives sparga and from sparga nada’, the first sound. 
Let us now stop for a while to consider the meaning of this peculiar 
cosmogony apart from Ksemaraja explanation which we shall deal with 
later. Ksemaraja’s commentary in fact, having been composed several 
century after the text of Svacchandatantra, reflects an already syste- 
matised philosophy and cannot be taken as the only possible interpre- 
tation although, as we shall see, it furnishes one of the best solutions 
to the metaphysical problem relative to creation. 


Siinya, in this particular context, is not an attribute of Siva, sim- 
pliciter, as it is in other Agamas or Upanisads*, but an originated 
«vacuum », a sort of void in a twirl, so to say, which however is not 
a nihil. It is the vacuity which preceeds creation through the sound 


4, Yo’ sau siiksmah paro devah / kdranam sarvagah sivah, Svacchanda T., XI, 2. 

5. See: The Maitrayaniya Upanisad, a critical essay, with text, translation and 
commentary, by J. A.B. VAN Burtenen, Mouton, ’S-Gravenhage, 1962, p. 121 (7, 11). 

6. See also: A. Papoux, Recherches sur la symbolique et l’energie de la parole 
dans certains textes tantrigues, Paris, De Boccard, 1963, p. 38. 

1. Sitnydt sparsa samudbhavah / tasmaén nada samutpannah, Svacchanda T., 
XI, 5. 

8. As for the Upanisads, Siinya is found in the Maitrdyaniya, I, 4; VI, 31; VII, 4. 
Siinya equated with Ananda is found also in the Nrsimhottaratadpaniya-upanisad, VI. 
In the Agamic Literature it is ofter. an attribute of Siva, in the sense that God is 
devoid of limitations and not describable through human categories. But there are 
texts like the Prapaiicasdratantra in which Bindu is symbolised by a circle: the 
empty space within is called Siinya. See: J.G. Wooprorre, Creation as explained in 
the Tantra, Calcutta, Silver Jubilee of the Chaitanya Library, 1915, p. 17. 


~terms of Western-language;-with-the-Greek-Word- agape, -although--this-—------ 
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(ndda): having sparga as medium. Siinya, therefore does not represent 
a gap, or a discontinuity between vyoma and sparsa, but only a void in 
which sparga may find place. Siinya is then a link, a continuum rather 
than a discontinuum, and it constitutes a step in the cosmogonical 
descending scale. 

This Sanya cannot be compared to a nihil, as we have said, and 
this account of creation has nothing to do with the creatio ex nihilo of 
Western philosophical tradition, unless one would compare Sinya not 
with a speculative concept (as is the «ex nihilo» in Semitic and 
Christian metaphysics) but with an image similar to that of a chaos or 
a chasm, in the Greek acception of the term (chasma). | 

As far as sparga is concerned, how can it be interpreted? It seems 
to me that it may be understood as the first articulation preceding a 
sound, and, in this particular case, the first original sound: ndda. Sparga 
is a pre-resonance, in the musical sense, a pre-vocal articulation out of 
which at last the first phonic sound comes out. 

Nada, in its turn, is eightfold, namely: ghosa, rava, svana, Sabda, 
sphota, dhvani, jhankadra and dhvankrta®. Beside these eight aspects 
there is a ninth which is called mahasabda, penetrating everything and 
ever sounding ", 

: Then Sadagiva appears as God endowed with qualities of knowledge 
and action (drkkriydtmaka); that means: God manifests himself as crea- 
tive activity comparable to that of seeing and acting. 

From nada, as further step, derives bindu, having the splendour of 
ten million suns, articulated in a tenfold way"!, and appearing in 
different colours #. Bindu, as is known from the whole of Agamic Lite- 
rature, is nothing but the first energetic concretion of creation and here is 
the first appearence of it in the glorious light of ten million suns. 

Let us now stop in order to summarise our brief cosmogonical 
account in the philosophical perspective that commands our analysis 
of the text in question. 


a) The supreme God Siva is the « revealed » starting point of our 
knowledge regarding creation: this is the first truth which, as we shall 
see, may be considered also a « truth of reason» and not only a « re- 
veiled truth ». 


b) God is nimittakadrana, perfect fullness and therefore able to 
create as efficient cause, i.e. without any change in him. 


9. As for the meaning of these terms, see below note 30. 

10. Navamas tu mahdsabdah / sarvesam vydpakah smrtah // nadaty asau sada..., 
XI, 7. Naddéd binduh samutpannah / Siryakotisamaprabhah / sa caiva desadha 
jfieyo {| daSatattvaphalapradah // dagadha varnariipena / dasadaivatasamyutah /, 
XI, 9-10. , . 

11. See below, note 31. 

12. The colours are given in the commentary as a quotation which sounds: 
sitamt raktam ca pitam ca krsnam harita pifigalam / nilam vicitravarnam tu spha- 
tikdbham manoramam, Svacchanda T., vol. VI, p. 11. 





' 
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c) The « medium » of his creative action is his own tejas. 

d) The instrument is vyoma as upddanakarana. 

e) The purpose is mere (74. 

f) The sequence of the other cosmogonical steps: Siinya, sparSa, 


nada and bindu are less dios acai for the philosophical Roltk: of view 
we-have chosen.-—--—~-~ --—--— aah as : 

This Tantric cosmogony has clearly a desctiptive chawneter “Wihout 
any rational claim as it happens in all « revealed » religious texts. But 
the commentary of a philosopher like Ksemaraja draws out whatever 
is rationally or metaphysically relevant in the above mentioned account 
of creation. The commentator explains in fact that the cause of the 
universe is the absolute Consciousness, the supreme Intelligence, cit, 
which is the source of knowing subject, object and means of knowledge 
(pramana) 3, Consciousness here is understood not as reveiled datum, 
but as a truth that is self evident and. no means of proof can demon- 
strate. Why? Because Consciousness, or Intellegence — the two terms 
being one and the same in meaning — is the source of any proof and 
therefore is previous to any possible demonstration. In other words, it 
is an immediate datum. This can be said, of course, of individual con- 
sciousness * and not of universal Consciousness which we cannot expe- 
rience in our contingent world. But here comes out a principle-which 
is implied in Pratyabhijfiaé philosophy- that we may call a principle of 
continuity. Such a principle does not allow for either an interruption 
or any dissolution in consciousness, for without consciousness there 
is no world, there is neither subject nor object. This principle was also 
known to Buddhist Philosophy which presented it in terms of a series 
and not as self-subsisting unity. But Ksemaraja, following the view of 
the Pratyabhijfiia school, asserts, against the Buddhist, the permanence 
of the universal Consciousness, for a series of cognitions does not ex- 
plain itself either as change (of different objects of knowledge). or as 
continuity. In fact it is easy to note that in a doctrine of universal 
momentariness there can be, and there must be a stop or a series of 
breaks 5, This is a theory which was already refuted by the Vedanta 
and then again by the great gaiva philosopher Utpaladeva ". 


13. Ciddnandaghanah, parah stiksma ityantahkaranasyapi agocarah (op. cit., 
vol. VI, p. 2). Pure Consciousness is very subtle, which means beyond the range of 
antchkarana the instrument of human knowledge. As far as pramdua is concerned 
Ksemaraja says: Svaprakdsasya asya siddhau na vardkam pramdnam upayuktam 
prayuta etaddyatté pramdanddivastusiddhih (ibid.), p. 3. 

14. See also fLsvara-pratyabhijfid-karikd, 2 and f§vara-pratyabhijfid-vimarsini, 
Kashmir Series of Texts and Studies, n. XXII, Bombay, 1918, pp. 29-34. As for this 
problem, cfr. R. K. Kaw, The Doctrine of Recognition, Hoshiarpur, Vishveshvaranand 
Institute, 1967, p. 110 and p. 163. 

15. Cfr. E. Frauwa.iner, Die Philosophie des Buddhismus, Berlin, Akademie 
Verlag, 3 Auf. 1969, pp. 96-115; and also: 1p., Aus der Philosophie der Sivaitischen 
Systeme, Berlin Akademie Verlag, 1962, as far as Utpaladeva is concerned. 

16. Cfr. also R.K. Kaw, The doctrine of Recognition (op. cit.), chapter XI. 
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Once established the existence of the universal Consciousness which 
is called by Ksemaraja, according to Vedanta Tradition, cidananda, 
(because the fullness of Intelligence must be also fullness of Beatitude) 
how can we call it a « cause »? If the absolute and first Being is Intel- 
ligence, why should also be active? And activity does not imply a change 
in the acting subject? If an act of knowledge may involve a sort of 
change in the knowing subject, at least as far as contents of knowledge 
are concerned, in universal Consciousness there cannot be any modifi- 
cation, first of all because everything is omnipresent in it and secondly 
because the activity of Intelligence, as such, presupposes’ a permanent 
and immovable point of reference which is the absolute subject ”. 

In our text Ksemaraja tells us that God, who is cidanandaghana, 
acts in a complete freedom, through the only « instrument » of his own 
Sakti and makes objects appearing on his own screen (svabhittau sarvam 
abhasayati). Thus everything is «created» by way of dbhasavada. 
That means: everything is a manifestation, a phaindmenon, to put it 
in Greek words, within the universal Consciousness, for the « screen » 
(bhitti) is nothing but Consciousness itself. And whatever appears is 
not separate from God, for God is omnipresent and superintends his 
« creation » 38, 

God, as svatantra is able to bring about the universe without any 
extraneous cause, i.e. without an upddanakarana, his own Sakti being 
not separate from him. Dualism is thus overcome within the frame- 
work of advaita metaphysics, of Gbhadsavada: a theory which eludes 
the ambiguities of Sankara’s school of thought and the so called 
idealism of vivartavada', If continuity between God and creation is 
established overcoming the upddanakdrana and avoiding the analogy of 
the. potmaker 2 who works out a pre-existing matter, vivartavdda is also 
avoided, for abhdsavdda is a real manifestation: and if change and 
becoming in the universe is real, this does not affect God because there 
is no alteration in Hiv. 

But why should God create at all? There is, for creation, no deed nor 
a purpose except liberty expressed by the concept of svatantrya, or, as 
synonym of ila, svatantra-krida, free play. God is of the essence of his 
own free will and pure intelligence (svaccha-svacchandacinmatramirti) 
and the world in its variety appears as a city reflected in a mirror”. 


17. This theory is common with the Vedanta and is the main argument against 
those who deny, like the Buddhists, a permanent universal Self. 

18. yacca tad abhdsayati, na tat vyatiriktam... athaica tadgacchati abhdsayati 
adhitisthati ca... (Svacchanda T.), op. cit., vol. VI, p. 3. ; 

19. As for Vivarta see: P. Hacker, Vivarta, Studien zur Geschichte der illusio- 
nistischen Kosmologie und Erkenntnistheorie der Inder, Wiesbaden, Abhandlungen 
der Geistes- und Sozialwissenschaftlichen Klasse, 1953, n. 5. 

20... Napi updddinddyapeksakaryajanakatvena kumbhakdaradi-sddharena riipena 
yatha anyesdm adavaita-upadesa-yogyanam-uktah (ibid.), pp. 34. 

21. ... jagat darpana-nagaravad-anatiriktam api atiriktam iva Gbhdsayati (ibid.), 

p. 5. : 
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Thus svdtantryavada goes along with abhdsavada and it is due to the 
sovereignty of the Lord’s will that effect evolves from a single first cause. 

The term vyoma is explained by Ksemaraja as unmand, the supreme _ 
category identified with Siva wet having the power of covering his 
essence ~, 


Beside unmana, cnet mentions also vydpini-Sakti and samana- 


Sakti-the latter ‘being the-manifested object; andthe first penetrating~~~ 


power which pervades the whole series of tattvas %, 


This threefold character of vyoma, according to Ksemaraja, obeys 
to what we have-called the principle of continuity and gives account of 
differentiation without the need of any extraneous help; moreover the 
three concepts of unmand, samand, vydpini do not belong simply to the 
descriptive sphere, but express the transition, so to speak, from the 
aboslute and pure Intelligence to the creative power gradually ar ticu- 
lating itself in a real possibility of manifestation. 


_Unmana is. paravimarsamayi,.supreme.self-consciousness. andpure.I 


' (ahamtd-ekarasa@) and appears through samand the first cause of diffe- 


rentiation and consequently of the possibility of. discursive knowledge *, 
whereas vydpini determines the first movement, so to say, of objective 
manifestation, as idanta « or consciousness of this »%, 


Even the discontinuity represented by being and non being (bhava- 
bhava) in temporal succession has to be « filled up » by the Sakti of the 
Lord. In fact Ksemaraja quotes the Pratyabhijfia-karika 2, 1, 5 regarding 
multiplicity and variety in space and time”. 

As far as Siinya is concerned, it is nothing but the state of quiet 
belonging to the sphere of vydpini and rising out of the samanda aspect of 
vyoma, And sparsa, coming out of Siinya, is the Saktitattva assuming the 
form of a sleeping snake: that means the cosmic energy in the subtle 
state in the threefold power of will, knowledge and action”. 


Siinya, therefore, has a meaning strictly connected with the divine 
power of manifestation and may thus be related not to void in the spatial 
sense, but to the vydpini energy penetrating the whole cosmos. 


22. ... vyola unmandvaranam svasvariipam eva samksobhya: « atrariidhastuku- 
rute Sivah paramakdranam » (ibid.). The quoted verse is from patala X, 1258 of 
Svacchanda T. 

23. vydpinisakti saddsivadi bhdvabhadvatmaka-svasaktibhittibhiita Samandsakti- 
bhiimikdadim dsritya samandtmaka svasakti bhittau svasaktyG eva paramesvarena jagat 
bhdsyate (ibid.). 

24, ... saddgiva-andsritapadadtmaka-sarvabhavabhdasasiitranabhitti-kalpasamané-rii- 
pataya spharati (ibid.), p. 6. 

25, ... idantabhdsa-ullasa-bhitti-bhiitatva-avabhdsanena ucchalad iva (ibid.). 

26, miirti-vaicitryato desakramam abhasayaty asau 

kriya-vaicitrya-nirbhasat kdlakramam api igvarah 
27. pratipaditariipa-prasuptabhujagakara-saktitattvatma sparsah (ibid.), p. 7. 


y 
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In this respect one could also remember what is written in Svac- 
chandatantra IV, 288-294 where is described the spiritual ascent of the 
yogin thorugh the different kinds of « void »: the last three of which 
are called precisely vydpini, samand and unmand”, Here the mystical 
experience of the yogin is signified by the rise to the most elevated 
realms of realisation which culminate in the supreme siinya devoid of 
manifestation ”. 


This correspondence between a descriptive cosmology and a mystical 
portion of Svacchandatantra shows the ontological continuity of the 
different degrees of reality and the parallel gradual stages of realisation. 
The above mentioned mystical section expresses a solidarity between 
the Tantric text and the commentary of Ksemaraja both in the IV and 
in the XI patalas. 


Such a continuity in creation and yogic experience allows the realised 
person to be one with the Supreme and at the same time one with crea- 
tion and to pass from the inexpressible to what is expressed, from 
silence to sound (nada) and from it to all the articulations of the 
manifested « voice » as have been handed down by the guruparampara: 
ie. the ten kinds of sound which symbolise, somehow, the archetypes 
of earthly sounds: from the rustling of fire, the increasing note of a gong, 
the whispering of a shower or the humming of bees, to the human voice 
uttering words, or the tone of musical instruments resounding in the 
air, and the ringing of a bell. All these are only examples taken to 
convey the idea of the several respective properties of ghosa, r@va, svana, 
Sabda etc. which are, in themselves, only analogically describable, as 
we say in Western philosophical language. 


_ If such different sounds may be called modifications of ndda under 
the supremacy of mahdsabda — the first original sound penetrating every- 
thing or abiding in everything — it is because the first seed of creation 
has to produce its effects. But nada, as cause, is of the nature of vimarsa, 
the selfconsciousness of reality which is, at the same time, the power 
of bringing about the emergence of the universe and therefore is the 
very essence of being. Nada corresponds then to Sadasiva as first mani- 
festation of God. 


The first sound, possessed with consciousness is at the same time an 
extension and a condensation of the Highest Consciousness. There is no 
act or manifestation in the cosmogonical procession which is devoid of 
consciousness and the first sound as well as bindu, deriving from ndda, 
are, in essence, of the same nature as Siva. The fact that bindu shines 


28. Stinyatrayam calam hyetat / tadadho madhya iirdhvatah // caturtham vyapi- 
nistinyam | samandyam ca paficamam / unmandydm tathad sastam (Svacchanda T., 
IV, 289-90). 

29, tatSiinyam tu param siiksmam / sarvdvastha vivarjitam (ibid.), IV, 291. 

30. These are the similes used to convey the meaning of the words ghosa, réva, 
svana, §abda, sphota, dhvani, jhankdra and dhvankrta. 
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with the splendour of ten million suns indicates the presence of the light 
of the supreme Intelligence. 

Bindu has also a variety of colours which signify the variety of 
creation and the tenfold subdivision or multivalence of its light: since 
kriyd-iccha and jfia@na-Sakti are each threefold, they constitute nine 
forms, as Ksemaraja explains, and, along with their very essence which 
is the Atman, make a set of ten*. This sort of exegesis, although it may 
seem artificial, not only is on the line of Agamic literature but under- 
lines the connection between the different phases of creation and the 
yogin in meditation; for, again, the knowledge of these aspects of bindu 
and the symbolic colours and the fivefold manifestation of Siva and the 
kala: nivrtti, pratistha, vidya, Santi — gives fruits of merit and thus 
helps to recover full unity with the highest portion of creation. 

Quite interesting also, in this connection, the relation given by Kse- 
maraja, between the letters of the Sanskrit Alphabet and the tenfold 
bindu*, In other terms, bindu is not only light but is also related to 
the letters from which one can formulate a language. Here the fruit or 
« benefit » of such a knowledge is’ the possibility of speaking and, of 
course, of thinking in an articulate manner. To know the highest 
degrees of creation means to have the clue of the thought positively 
expressed in language. The subdivision of the letter (varna) of the Al- 
phabet, in this page of Ksemaraja’s commentary, has a different value 
from that of symbols of the emanation of the universe in other Tan- 
tric Texts *, 


The association between sound and light, between unity and multi- 
plicity links together archetypical letters and synthetic language. 


The speculative use of the philosophy of language as given in the 
Pratyabhijfia-system allows us to give the most positive evaluation of 
the intermediary function of language between the unmanifested tran- 
scendent world and the field of manifestation. There is no possible visible 
manifestation without a verbal expression, in this world. Whatever is 
visible and audible or tangible is also expressible. Language is not a 
fiction or an artificial construction — and this is against the Buddhist 
theory of discontinuum — but essentially a synthetic way of expressing 
reality. 

Although Ksemaraja, in his brief commientary to the above men- 
tioned section of Svacchandatantra does not explain the relationship 
between thought and speech, it is clear from the whole of his philo- 
sophy that language, as such, is the abode of truth, and is a created 


31. Svacchanda T., vol. VI, p. 11. 

32. The symbol of each and every colour is not given in the commentary, nor 
is given their relation to the -kald. 

33. Bindu is visarga (symbolising the emanation of the universe) and the other 
letters, subdivided in ten groups, constitute the whole of speech: etadvarna-dagaka- 
abhivyaktatvadt sarvavatimayariipam... (ibid.), p. 12. 

34. As for this, see A. Papoux, op. cit. 
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instrument for expressing it. The divine thought is perfect truth: and 
above the realm of maya in the series of the thirty-six tattvas of 
Saivism, no delusion is possible. 

The adept called to initiation will rise, through the diksa and there- 
fore by the grace of God, above the condition in which delusion, and 
untruth (in the verbally expressed form) is possible, and during the cere- 
mony will learn how language was created, how divine it is and how 
truthful in its essence, for it is intrinsically bound to the very source 
of truth. Language, being not a mere human convention, is able to 
express adequately the eternal truth: this is the necessary corollary of 
this cosmogony of Svacchandatantra and the link of continuity between 
superhuman or divine. language and human language, considering that 
the latter needs to be reconnected to the former through the purification 
of the mind of the initiated *. 


35. As far as initiation is concerned see: H. BRUNNER-LACHAUX, Somasanibhu- 
paddhati, voll. 3, Pondichery, Institut frangais d’Indologie, 1963-77, and also: S. Gupta, 
D.J. Hoens and T. Goupriaan, Hindu Tantrism, E.J. Brill, Leiden, 1979. 











